FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
No. When we got nearer we saw that the rope stretching
from one to the other only served to suspend streamers
covered with sacramental formulae which the wind, blowing
the streamers, had the task of transmitting to the gods. The
shoulder-blades of sheep were fixed to the poles themselves.
The trail rose gently and wound amongst these primitive
decorations. Then, suddenly, a region without any moun-
tains opened out before us. We had arrived at the Tsaidam
plateau! There, on the edge of it, I prayed the gods of this
new land to deal gently with two ignorant children of the
White Race.
An imposing caravan approached. There were long-
haired yaks, heavily loaded, and camels, horses, black dogs,
women with babies at the breast. . . . Nearly everybody
wore splendid caps of lynx and fox-skin. The newcomers'
rearguard was, however, held up at a large irrigation ditch
which frightened the camels. They knew their soft, wide
feet would slip on the humid clay. One of them just missed
leaping it and its hind legs sank up to the belly in the yellow
water. It got its knees on to the bank, however, and the
owners, a man and woman, proceeded to relieve it of its
load. Then, one pulling it by the nose, the other raising the
hind-quarters by pulling at the tail, they got the soaking
animal out of its distressful plight. Two roguish little girls,
with faces the colour of breadcrust, laughed timidly under
the broad brims of their dark orange pointed velvet hats.
They had their hair in masses of little plaits and like their
mother wore big Mongol cloaks. But the mother also wore,
hanging down her back, a panel of embroidered material
on which a dozen hemispheres, the largest of them as big
as soup-bowls, were worked in repoussL These primitively
* luxurious ornamentations which visibly incommoded the
good lady when it came to loading the camel must have
constituted a fair part of her fortune,
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